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Clarence Jordan has said that “A sermon is something you sleep through and tell the preacher you enjoyed.” What you are about to hear today, I hope, will be more of a lesson rather than a sermon. As Clarence says it, “We don’t sleep through lessons, only sermons.” (C. Jordan, The Substance of Faith—Cotton Patch Sermons, ed. Dallas Lee)
 
The “lessons” we’ve been given today remind me of a mealtime feast. Imagine that we are gathered for a summertime family meal. On the table there are platters of fresh summer vegetables---corn on the cob, butter beans, green beans, yellow squash and zucchini squash, new potatoes, and last but not least---sliced tomatoes. Do you get the picture of the feast?
 
The lessons given for today are a feast of goodness. One lesson is about a crowd of people gathered around Jesus to hear him teach. They got hungry, but there was not even a McDonald’s or a KFC nearby. A little boy had a basket of five loaves of bread and two fish. When Jesus started passing out the food, there was enough to feed the whole crowd. Among the lessons we might learn is this: If we hang around Jesus, we can expect dramatic changes, miraculous changes—from famine to feast, from hunger to fullness.
 
The next passage is Paul’s wonderful prayer that tumbles down on us like a gentle waterfall: “I pray that you may be strengthened in your inner being…that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith…that you may be rooted and grounded in love…that you may comprehend what is the breadth and length and height and depth,…that you may know the love of Christ…SO THAT you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”
 
Those words make me think of Annie Dillard’s image: You catch grace like a person holding a cup beneath a waterfall. And eventually, you say, “My cup runneth over.” Or you might have a bucket, and you may say, “My bucket is so full that the water is sloshing all over me!”
 
Much of the time we are more aware of our emptiness, our lack, our shortcomings, our needs. We’ve heard people say, “I come to church to get filled up again.” We come here holding our buckets. When we spend time with God, we are invited to move from emptiness to fullness, from less to more, from scarcity to plenty. And notice from the text that this fullness doesn’t happen to a lone individual; it happens to the group. The fullness is for the whole community. The fullness is what God intends for all people.
 
So how does it happen? God is always reaching for us. God is already communing with us. The issue is our awareness, our mindfulness. We have a tendency to sleep, not only through sermons; we can sleep while God is working through everyday events. We can sleep while the waterfall of grace is pouring down all around us.
 
Some years ago I went to talk with a wise priest. I had read a book he had written, so I was excited to have the chance to visit with him. He suggested that we go for a walk. As we walked he picked up a small rock and held it, rubbed it and said, “It’s basalt.” Take it and feel how smooth it is. I wondered why he paid so much attention to a little rock. Then he said, “We are most spiritual when whatever we’re involved in gives us vitality and aliveness. 
 
He asked me, “What do you do that is life-giving for you?” I started my list: “Playing roughhouse with my children, singing, talking with people who are making changes in their life, working on social justice projects, hiking through a great forest, going jogging in the neighborhood during a slow rainfall.” Then he said to me, “It is times that these you’ve named that I would say are moments of prayerfulness. Even though we might not think of them as prayer, those are the times when you feel alive and vital. That’s what God wants for you---fullness of life.” (from Brother David Steindl-Rast)
 
We may think that to know this fullness from God, we have to be on our knees praying, or sitting in church, or reading the Bible. Of course, these practices are terribly important. But we can also feel vitality when we’re working in the garden or singing in the shower or making eye contact with a little child. Whatever moments in our life that gives us vitality, a heightened sense of life, these can be the God moments, the communion moments, the prayerful moments.
 
I think that’s what Paul is trying to convey in his prayer for the Christians at Ephesus. He is thinking of the total group. He’s not isolating one individual. He’s speaking a collective “you.” I pray that whatever you are doing, you may be strengthened in the inner being…that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith…that you will be rooted and grounded in love… that you will be able to comprehend the breadth and length and height and depth of the love of Christ.”
 
In other words, Paul is praying that all of us will open ourselves to God so that the love of Christ will find a home in us, that God’s love, Christ’s love, will dwell in us—not temporarily, but permanently. God is not interested in renting a space in us and among us. God wants home ownership, a permanent dwelling place with us—within us, among us.
 
If we can ever grasp how much God loves us, how crazy in love God is with us, then we can begin to grasp how profoundly blessed we are. Terrible things may happen in our lives, but that deep sense of being loved will never leave us. We are rooted and grounded in love. We have this great gift, this “blessed assurance.” 
This means that when we’re afraid, we can trust. When we’re shaken, we still have confidence. When we’re racked with grief, we have comfort; we know we will get through it. Why? Because we know the vastness of God’s love—the breadth, length, height and depth. 
 
This is exaggerated language. It’s the language of lovers or children. I remember one children’s book with a character who says, “I love you across the river and over the hills.” (Guess How Much I Love You, by Sam McBratney) Paul says, “I hope you can get it, that God loves you with a love that is broad as the forest, high as the sky, deep as the ocean, and wide as the meadow---and more than that.”
 
If we could take in this lavish love, then our cup would be overflowing, and our buckets would be sloshing with goodness---and we’d be aware of our gifts and not our lack, our gratitude and not our misery. We’d never be, as I heard somebody describe a person, “He seems to be always two sandwiches short of a picnic.”
 
When we are engulfed in awareness of God’s love, when we know in our hearts that Jesus loves us, then we will always have a picnic basket full of sandwiches. There will always be enough for everybody—and to spare.
 
God wants to give us this fullness. Of course, we have times when we’re tired, when we worried, when we feel inadequate, when we’re overwhelmed. But that’s when we turn and immerse ourselves in the love that is with us, tumbling over us, all the time. And even when we’re weary, we can know the fullness. 
 
I wonder if we’re not afraid of the fullness God wants to give. I wonder if we’re so accustomed to our favorite miserable feelings that we block ourselves from the fullness. 
 
The issue may not be our lack, our deficiency, our inadequacy. The issue may be that we don’t know what to do with fullness. We may be so uncomfortable with the goodness God wants to give that we stay stuck, immobilized. But God wants to give us the full picnic. God wants to give us the waterfall, the fullness of grace.
 
Our task is to learn to receive, to let the fullness expand in us---so we can carry it out these doors into the wider community so we can help others also be filled with the fullness of God.
 
By God’s grace, so may it be.
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